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“African American and Hispanic American workers on strike against Kellwood, wearing placards that encourage
support for better wages” by Kheel Center, Cornell University Library, licensed under CC BY 2.0.
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The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has had a
significant impact on workers of all disciplines
worldwide since March 2020. The International
Labor Organization states that in the second
quarter of 2020, working hours around the globe
were reduced by 17.3%, equating to the loss of 495
million full-time jobs. This sudden collapse of
norms within workplaces and loss of wages has the
potential to have detrimental impacts on the lives
of workers world-wide.1

In his recent presentation at Purdue University, Dr.
William Spriggs, a Professor of Economics at
Howard University, discussed the impact of
unemployment on marginalized workers and the
disproportionate effect of the onset and
continuation of the pandemic on different groups
and industries. Dr. Spriggs shared that the leisure
and hospitality industry as well as public sector
employees were the most impacted by the COVID19 pandemic, heightened by the fact that there is
not adequate support for employees in these
industries.2

Prior works of William Spriggs highlight wage
discrepancies between upper and lower classes,
and this trend remains consistent during the
pandemic as lower income countries experienced
much worse impacts than higher income countries.
This is demonstrated as lower middle-income
countries had a 43% larger reduction in working
hours than higher income countries. Other facets of
the socio-economic inequalities have also been
highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In the
United States, low-income and low-skill workers
were much more likely to have reduced working
hours or have lost their jobs. 3 Dr. Spriggs
continued to highlight this point by sharing
information in his presentation about the impact
on various ethnic groups, as well as the lack of
access to support and benefits. Dr. Spriggs noted
that the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance
(PUA) resulted in a disparate impact on Black
workers’ access to Unemployment Insurance (UI). It
was also noted that Black workers were the least
likely to receive or qualify for unemployment
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insurance during the peak of the pandemic in April
and May 2020. With lack of access to UI, Black
workers are unprotected during employment
losses like the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This makes it more difficult for these workers to job
search and earn wages while not earning
unemployment benefits.4
Workers with disabilities have also had
disproportionate struggles during the pandemic,
and the disease they are potentially exposing
themselves to by going to work has the potential to
cause serious long-term illness or death for
themselves and their families. Additionally, if
immunocompromised workers are to be infected
with COVID-19, they lose a disproportionate
number of working hours as compared to average
workers as they often experience more severe
illness.5

institutions
more
productive,
with
data
demonstrating that with higher union density, both
productivity and wages for workers increase. The
current studies clearly indicate that when workers
feel their work is being adequately valued as
demonstrated through voicing their wage and
benefits needs through unions, they become more
productive. With increased productivity, there
ultimately is the potential to reverse the economic
downturn resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic
and return to normalcy even before the virus and
its impacts on society are eradicated.8

Because many different groups of workers have
suffered as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic,
unions are a crucial source of protection for
workers and should be supported and amplified in
order to preserve economic growth. Unions have
the ability to have monumental impacts on
minority workers with studies indicating that Black
workers protected by unions are paid 13.7% more
than non-unionized Black workers. 6
Unionized workers during the pandemic have
experienced many crucial benefits including
enhanced safety measures in the workplace,
additional premium pay during the pandemic, paid
sick time, and increased say in terms of furloughs
in order to retain jobs. These benefits allow
minority, disabled, and immunocompromised
workers to be financially supported and also have
the ability to stimulate the economy by increasing
the number of workers who are willing and able to
work in a time of crisis.7
With increased support by unions, both workers
and the overall economy would experience
tremendous benefits during the crisis of the current
pandemic, and future economic crises specifically
related to climate catastrophes as predicted by Dr.
Spriggs. Unions demonstrate the ability to make

"An Asian American and an African American

woman wear signs that indicate that they are on
strike against Ottenheimer for poor treatment and
unfair labor practices, December 1, 1966." by Kheel
Center, Cornell University Library is marked with CC
BY 2.0.
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